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ABSTRACT

When V irginia voted to secede from the Union in 1861, w hite
nonslaveholding families from York County, Virginia had to decide whether they
w ould rem ain loyal or support the secessionist cause. For many, their
willingness to side with the Confederacy depended, in part, on their ability to
identify themselves as distinctly Southern. Although white nonslaveholders
constituted a majority of the population in the South, they held a disadvantaged
position economically, socially, and politically relative to their slaveholding
neighbors. Why then would white nonslaveholding men of York County join the
Confederate Army? This thesis asserts that their decision may have been
influenced by the availability of a interpretation of Southern identity that
incorporated their daily experiences and presented white nonslaveholders as
distinctly Southern.
The debate in the Southern press and intellectual circles over the form and
character of the Southern white family provided the South with two contrasting
visions of regional identity. Based firmly around the gender division of labor in
white households, the ideals symbolized by the Southern lady and the farmwife
both claimed to define the Southern way of life. Yet, while the Southern lady
ideal defined the Southern white family by its ability to liberate white women
from arduous work, that of the farmwife celebrated white female labor. The lady
ideal threatened to alienate the York's white nonslaveholding families who relied
heavily on the work of white women. In contrast, the farmwife ideal presented
white nonslaveholders with an alternate vision of Southern society, one in which
the work of white women was an integral part of the Southern way of life. The
farmwife ideal portrayed the lifestyle of white nonslaveholders as distinctly
Southern and provided them with a vision of Southern identity that reflected
their experience. In a region controlled by slaveholders and dominated by the
slave system, the farmwife ideal offered white nonslaveholders a stake in
regional identity.
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IN SEARCH OF SOUTHERN IDENTITY: THE LADY,
THE FARMWIFE, AND THE NONSLAVEHOLDERS OF
YORK COUNTY, VIRGINIA, 1850-1860

INTRODUCTION
On June 3, 1861, Donard Insley set out from his home in York County,
Virginia, for Williamsburg to enlist in the Confederate Army.1 Less than two
months earlier and just days after Confederate forces fired on Fort Sumter,
touching off the Civil War, Virginia had voted to secede from the Union. When
the guns fired in Charleston's harbor that April, Donard was working as an
oysterman along the rich shoreline of York. He turned twenty-four that year and
had spent his entire life in York County surrounded by family. His father,
Naboth, was a small farmer. Naboth never received any formal education and
could not afford to send his children to school. He owned very little land and no
slaves; no one in the extended Insley family owned slaves. The men and women
of the family eked out a living as sailors, oystermen, farmers, domestic servants,
and midwives in an area dominated by slaveholders.2 When the commander of
the 32nd Virginia Infantry sent out a call for volunteers, four members of the
Insley family, Donard, James, Robert, and William, decided to join.
During the 1850s York County had held few opportunities for families
such as the Insleys to advance financially or socially. The majority of the region's
wealth was controlled by a few slaveholders, and little prospect existed for small,
1Information on Donard Insley's enlistment from Les Jensen, 32nd Virginia Infantry
(Lynchburg, Va.: H.E. Howard, Inc., 1990), 189. There is a discrepancy in the spelling of Donard
Insley's surname between Jensen's account and the 1850 census. The Population Schedule of the
1850 census lists Donard and the entire Insley family as Inslie. Because this family is also listed
as Insley in the guide to the 1860 census, I have decided to use the Insley spelling of their name.
See Ronald Vem Jackson, et al., eds., Virginia 1860 Federal Census Excluding Present Day West
Virginia (North Salt Lake City, Utah: Accelerated Indexing Systems International, 1988), 414.
^Information on the Insley family gathered from the Federal Manuscript Census, York
County, Virginia, 1850, Schedules of Population, Slaves, and Agricultural (hereafter cited as
Census, 1850).
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nonslaveholding farmers to significantly improve their position in society. The
question then arises—why did Donard, James, Robert, and William volunteer to
fight for the Confederacy? What led the Insleys and nonslaveholders like them
from throughout the South, who had little or no material stake in the system of
slavery, to fight for Southern independence? Although Southern statesmen and
wealthy planters may have directed the political course that led to secession, the
common white men, many of whom owned no slaves, left their families and
homes behind to fill the ranks of the Confederate armies.

In seeking to

understand the perspective and motivations of these nonslaveholders and their
families, one wonders to what extent nonslaveholders like the Insleys identified
themselves as distinctly Southern, and how they responded to the efforts of
intellectual and political leaders to forge a Southern nationalistic spirit.
Southern identity is a frustratingly elusive concept, whether in regard to
the entire region, particular groups, or individuals. At no point in the region's
history has there been a coherent set of values or characteristics that could be
described as the definitive marks of a Southerner.

The many individual

circumstances and experiences of a diverse people collectively constituted the
South and created multiple meanings for the label "Southern." During the
antebellum era, competing notions of what it meant to be Southern vied for
prom inence as whites struggled to define and defend themselves to an
increasingly critical outside world. That they often failed to reach a consensus
reflects the tremendous variety that composed the region and points to the
challenge faced by historians who seek to understand the antebellum South and
its people.
Scholars can dedicate entire careers to exploring the multiple implications
of the term "Southern identity." The greatest difficulty they face is in trying to
understand how the concept can apply to black, white, male, female, rich and
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poor alike. That task becomes particularly challenging when discussing those
members of the population who were not at the forefront of the conscious effort
to develop Southern political, literary, and cultural ideologies. Wealthy white
planters, educated, elite white women, and advocates of slavery from all walks of
life left behind volumes of material recording their thoughts and beliefs about
who they were and what it meant to call themselves Southern; their slaves and
poorer free neighbors, white and black, remain relatively silent, leaving it up to
the historian to reconstruct their lives and how they fit under the Southern
rubric.
The increasing attention focused on slaves, free blacks, and elite white
women in recent decades has produced important scholarship on this question of
identity, but the experiences of the majority of the Southern population, those
whites who, like the Insleys, did not own slaves, remain obscure. How the white
South defined—and was defined by—the large segment of the population that
had no direct material stake in the South's fundamental distinguishing economic,
social, and political system—chattel slavery—could provide insight into the
construction of identity in the region. Although nonslaveholders constituted a
numerical majority within the white South, they lacked proportionate political,
social, and economic influence, particularly in those regions dominated by the
plantation economy.

Slaveholders, however, could not easily ignore their

presence; nonslaveholders were integral to the continued survival of the region
as a slaveholding society, and political leaders quickly recognized the vital
importance of enlisting nonslaveholders in their cause.
The decisions of many nonslaveholders either to support secession or to
remain loyal to the Union were formed against the background of their daily
experiences, their interactions with the slave system, and their interpretations of
their place in slaveholding society.

Slaveholders attem pting to forge a
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Confederate nation faced the task of integrating white nonslaveholders into a
coherent definition of Southern identity. A tremendous contrast existed among
the various and often conflicting ideologies that were generated and the reality of
nonslaveholders' lives. In order to understand the choices made in 1861, the
perspective of nonslaveholders must be reconstructed and oriented within that
conscious production of regional identity.
This study focuses specifically on the division of labor practiced within
nonslaveholding households. The inner structure and dynamics of the white
Southern family served as a focal point for intellectuals in their struggle to
develop a coherent Southern ideology.

Those engaged in the conscious

construction of a regional identity looked to family and prescriptive gender
ideologies as the foundation of the entire social system—a system they were
struggling to preserve. The family was not only the backbone of society; it
represented society itself. The organization of the family, the division of labor
practiced within the household, and the multiple roles assigned to each member
came to be used by the Southern press as a blueprint for the larger social order—
the essence of the Southern way of life. Writers and thinkers drew idealized
portraits of Southern men and women, listing the defining traits of a Southerner.
The form and character of "the Southern family" was fiercely contested as writers
in the region struggled to overcome the vast differences that separated Southern
whites and to formulate a regional identity. The relationship of nonslaveholding
families to this production of a regional ideology and the extent to which they
could identify with a particular vision of the white South influenced their ability
to consider themselves distinctly Southern on the eve of the Civil War.
Two competing constructs of the Southern family—one based around the
ideal of the Southern lady and the other around that of the farmwife—dominated
the debate and vied for the allegiance of nonslaveholders and slaveholders alike.
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Each ideal revolved around a specific racial and gender division of labor that
defined the position of the individual and of the family within the larger social
system. While proponents of the lady ideal ignored the daily experiences of the
vast majority of nonslaveholding families, advocates of the farmwife model
advanced an ideology that could incorporate those families' lives into a vision of
Southern identity.
Such proslavery writers as Thomas R. Dew, William Harper, and George
Fitzhugh held up the organization of the family as central to the preservation of
the "Southern way of life," and championed the ideal of the lady. According to
their treatises defending the South and slavery, the Southern white family, with
its distinct notions of masculinity and femininity, defined the South.3 Their
support and perpetuation of the Southern lady ideal became integral to their
definitions of Southern identity—the lady standing as the ultimate symbol of the
Southern family and of the level of civilization made possible by slave labor.
Relieved of labor, the lady was able to concentrate on cultivating the social
refinements valued by Southern society, just as the white South as a whole,
relieved of heavy toil by its slaves, was liberated to construct a truly civilized
society and culture. According to Thomas Dew, slavery elevated the white
woman. In the process, "She ceases to be a mere 'beast of burden'; becomes the
cheering and animating centre of the family circle," the embodiment of white
civilization.4
These apologists for slavery transformed white womanhood into the
symbol of Southern society and proclaimed the lady central to the region's
3For a discussion of Dew, Harper, and Fitzhugh’s use of the ideal of the Southern lady to
support the existing social order of the antebellum South see Virginia Kent Anderson Leslie, "A
Myth of the Southern Lady: Antebellum Proslavery Rhetoric and the Proper Place of a Woman,"
in Caroline Matheny Dillman, Southern Women (N ew York: Hemisphere Publishing
Corporation, 1988), 19-33.
4Thomas R. Dew, "Professor Dew on Slavery," quoted in Leslie, "Myth of the Southern
Lady," 21.
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identity. In the process, they developed an image few slaveholding families
could em ulate and from which the white nonslaveholder was completely
excluded.
In contrast, Southern agriculturists cam paigned for a com peting
construct—that of the farmwife. Rejecting the notion that a Southern family
m ust secure a position of sheltered and protected comfort for white women,
contributors to the Southern agricultural journals encouraged young men to seek
out farm girls as wives. They argued that a "lady" would be virtually useless as a
mate, while a hardworking, industrious farmwife was the backbone of the
Southern family as well as of the larger society.5 These writers attempted, in
short, to create a worldview that would speak to all Southern whites whether
they owned slaves or not.
In considering the relationship between the ideological construction of
identity and the lived reality of white nonslaveholders, this study will focus on
the slaveless families of York County, Virginia.

The social and economic

composition of the county and the abundance of the existing records make York
an excellent arena for the study of nonslaveholders and their experiences relative
to the slaveholding society. York County is situated in Tidewater Virginia
between the York and James rivers—well within the plantation belt. While only
about a third of all Southern households included slaves during the antebellum
period, w ithin York County, slaveholding households constituted fifty-five
percent of all free w hite households in 1850.

At the same time, blacks

outnumbered whites in the region.6 Thus, white nonslaveholders of York began
5For a discussion of the emergence and growth of the farmwife ideal see Harland Hagler,
"The Ideal Woman in the Antebellum South: Lady or Farmwife?" The Toumal of Southern History
46 (August 1980), 405-418.
6For statistics on slaveholding throughout the South see James Oakes, The Ruling Race:
A History of American Slaveholders (New York: Vintage Books, 1982), 39-40. Statistics on
slaveholding within York County are gathered from the 1850 Federal Census. There were 243
white slaveholding households, 197 white nonslaveholding, 3 free black slaveholding, and 76 free
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the decade preceding the Civil War as both a racial and a socio-economic
minority. The second of these circumstances reversed itself by 1860. More white
nonslaveholders than slaveholders lived in the county at the end of the decade.7
But the position of nonslaveholders at the start of the decade, as a social,
economic, and political minority, provided these slaveless whites with a different
perspective when compared with that of their upcountry counterparts, who had
constituted a majority of the population in their counties from the beginning of
w hite settlement.

Of course, York County alone cannot yield conclusions

applicable to all of the plantation belt; there are too many variations in economic,
social, and political situations from region to region. But a study of York County
that concentrates on nonslaveholding families in the decade preceding the war
can enhance our overall understanding of how nonslaveholders viewed the
South, and, simultaneously, of how their presence and experiences contributed to
the discussion of the region's identity.

The decision to focus exclusively on York County's white nonslaveholders
is both deliberate and important. In the past twenty-five years historians have
begun to take a renewed interest in the white non-elite of the South and the
development and extent of their allegiance to the society in which they lived.
The evolving debate over the motivations behind the commitment of these
whites to the Southern social system has challenged old assumptions and lent
black nonslaveholding in 1850. The census taker recorded 1,825 whites living within the county,
but the slave population totaled 2,066 and free blacks numbered 454. Slaveholding status for
heads of households is determined by comparing the Population and Slave Schedules of the
Federal Census. Those heads of households who did not actually own slaves, but who had
charge of other people's slaves—for example, those who held slaves in trust for a minor —are
considered slaveholders. However, because they did not actually own the slaves, they are not
included in calculations concerning property ownership. Additionally, those whose relationship
to slaves is ambiguous are not counted in the calculations.
Population figures from the Federal Manuscript Census, York County, Virginia, 1860,
Schedules of Population, Slaves, and Agriculture (hereafter cited as Census, 1860). In 1860 there
were 243 white nonslaveholding households and 174 white slaveholding households.
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insight into the dynamics of Southern society. For the most part, however,
historians have studied common whites from the upcountry regions where
nonslaveholders constituted a majority and slavery was the weakest. The virtual
absence of thorough studies on plantation-region nonslaveholders continues to
represent a significant gap in the historical literature.
The majority of studies on the white non-elites focus almost exclusively on
the yeomanry, a classification which excludes many nonslaveholders, and often
fails to distinguish nonslaveholders from small slaveowners. The ambiguity of
the label is the product of the considerable disagreement in current scholarship
over who exactly belonged to the yeomanry. All agree that the yeomen were an
independent class who owned and farmed their land, but strong differences
emerge over their slaveholding status.

Eugene Genovese describes them

exclusively as independent nonslaveholders, yet Steven H ahn, Bill CecilFronsman, and Stephanie McCurry all include small slaveholders.8 H ahn and
Cecil-Fronsman both base their decision on the similarity between the economic
circumstances and social standing of the majority of nonslaveholders and those
who owned only a few slaves. Cecil-Fronsman writes that "common whites were
nonslaveholders and small slaveholders who perceived themselves and were
perceived by those around them as 'common' —that is, as not possessing
substantial levels of wealth, power and prestige." For Cecil-Fronsman, anyone
owning more than nine slaves "would have been seen as possessing substantial
amounts of wealth" and therefore not among the yeoman class.9 McCurry agrees

8Eugene D. Genovese, "Yeoman Farmers in a Slaveholder's Democracy," Agricultural
History 49 (April 1975): 331; Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers and
the Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry. 1850-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1983), 30-31; Bill Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites: Class and Culture in Antebellum North
Carolina (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1992), 13; Stephanie McCurry, Masters of
Small Worlds: Yeoman Households. Gender Relations. & the Political Culture of the Antebellum
South Carolina Low Country (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 47-51.
9Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites. 13.
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w ith his assessment, but carries the distinction even further. Her yeoman class
includes those who owned less than one hundred acres of improved land and
fewer than ten slaves. These yeomen and their families owned property, but
"worked the land with their own hands," either alone, or alongside their slaves.10
As variously defined, the category "yeom en" fails to perm it an
examination of the wide-range of nonslaveholding experiences that existed in the
South.

Many artisans, overseers, seamstresses, oystermen, midwives, and

fishermen owned no land. Although many of these nonslaveholders did rent
property, they would not have counted in a study exclusively concerned with the
yeom anry because they did not actually hold title to the land.11

Most

importantly, the dominant definition of the yeomanry prevents the historian
from considering nonslaveholders independent of their small slaveholding
counterparts. By merging nonslaveholders with small slaveholders, scholars risk
obscuring the perspective of the nonslaveholder. Slaveholding was only one of a
variety of factors contributing to an individual's personal identity and
identification w ith the larger society, but because slavery was integral to
Southern society, ideology, and identity, the fact of nonownership is crucial to
understanding the position of this particular segment of the population.
The question of definition is critical. The decision whether to include only
nonslaveholders in a study of non-elite whites or to expand the category to
encom pass small slaveholders reflects assum ptions about the nature of
slaveholding society. Discussing nonslaveholders and small slaveholders as an
undifferentiated group implies that economic circumstances such as income and
10McCurry/ Masters of Small Worlds. 50,48.
llrThe number of landless Southern whites differed from state to state. In general,
landless whites ranged from 30% to 50% of the region's households during the antebellum era.
See Charles C. Bolton, Poor Whites of the Antebellum South: Tenants and Laborers in Central
North Carolina and Northeast Mississippi (Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), 5. The
numbers cited by Bolton were drawn from studies of rural counties in different states throughout
the South.
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wealth had a greater impact on an individual's identification with the Southern
slaveholding society than did his or her actual participation in the slave system.
Cecil-Fronsman quotes Barbara Jeanne Fields in stating: "The bare fact of owning
slaves could no more create a community of interest and outlook between
yeoman farmers and planters than stock ownership today creates a community
of interest between the chairman of the board of a multinational conglomerate
and a retired school teacher living on an annuity."12
Yet, to conclude that economic circumstances tied small slaveholders
together with nonslaveholders as members of the same socio-economic class is to
miss a fundamental point. The ownership of human property gave that small
slaveholder a degree of shared understanding with the planter that a family who
never owned slaves could not comprehend. This is not to say that small and
large slaveholders had more in common on all levels than the small slaveholder
had with the nonslaveholder. As many historians have demonstrated, the small
slaveholder was economically closer in circumstance to the nonslaveholder than
to the planter.13 However, the ownership of human property can not be equated
w ith the possession of an inanimate object as Barbara Fields suggests; the
presence of slaves within a household had significant ramifications for the inner
dynamics of the family and its relationship to the larger slaveholding society. In
focusing exclusively on white nonslaveholders as a group, this study asserts that

12Barbara Jeanne Fields, "Nineteenth-Century American South: History and Theory,"
Plantation Society in the Americas 2 (1983): 10. Cited in Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites. 12-13.
13Statistics from York County, Virginia support this contention. The following figures
are based on a calculation of wealth distribution in real estate as recorded in the 1850 census for
those heads of households who owned real estate. Small slaveholders—those owning fewer than
ten slaves—possessed over twice the amount of landed wealth per capita that nonslaveholders
held. In contrast, slaveholders owning ten or more slaves held over seven times as much landed
wealth per capita as small slaveholders, and almost nineteen times as much as nonslaveholders.
These numbers have been calculated by taking an average of the real estate listed on the 1850
census for heads of households separated according to their slaveholding status. The average
landed wealth for nonslaveholders equaled $632, for slaveowners with fewer than ten slaves
$1590, and for slaveowners with ten or more slaves, $11,870.
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a clear difference existed betw een the experiences and expectations of
nonslaveholders and those who owned even one slave.
Admittedly, the task of defining an individual's slaveholding status is
itself problematic. The Federal Census, on which this study relies, takes a
snapshot of individual families only once every ten years. The experiences of
those individuals who briefly entered the slaveholding ranks in the intervening
years are often lost to the historical record. Similarly, someone listed as a
nonslaveholder in 1850 may have owned slaves in the 1830s.

There was

movement between slaveholding and nonslaveholding groups throughout the
antebellum period. While these problems certainly complicate any study trying
to focus on either slaveholders or nonslaveholders, they do not negate the
importance of considering the implications of membership in the categories
themselves. Despite the acknowledged problems, the Census remains the best
record of the distribution of slaveholding in the South; as a result, this study
focuses on those York County households listed as nonslaveholding in the 1850
and 1860 Census returns.

This work explores the ability of York County's white nonslaveholders to
identify themselves as distinctly Southern despite their position as an economic
and social minority in a region dominated by the slave system. Chapter one
examines the social and financial position of York's nonslaveholders and focuses
specifically on how the division of labor practiced within nonslaveholding
households separated them from their slaveholding counterparts. Chapter two
will then look at the implications of the lady and farmwife ideals for the
formation of nonslaveholders' regional consciousness.

In considering the

relationship between the reality of the nonslaveholding experience and the
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ideological construction of Southern identity, this paper begins the enormous
task of unraveling the meaning of "Southern" as it applied across gender and
class lines and suggests why families like the Insleys were willing to fight for the
South in 1861.

CHAPTER ONE: THE REALITY OF DAILY LIFE

In 1850 Edward and Ann Moore surveyed their fifty-acre farm. Although
certainly not wealthy by any standard, their young family was doing fairly well
compared with many of their York County neighbors. They owned their land
and had accumulated a respectable amount of livestock, including a small herd
of cattle and twenty pigs. Edward and Ann had decided against attempting to
grow a cash crop or even a variety of grain crops, and instead invested all their
hopes in corn. By the time the census taker knocked on their door that year, the
fields had produced a yield of 220 bushels, enough to meet the needs of their
animals and their growing family, and leave them with a small surplus to trade
or sell.1 With James, their eldest son, having only turned five that year, and his
younger brother, Edward, just two years old, the labor of the farm fell entirely on
Edward and Ann's shoulders. Though living in an area dominated by the slave
system, they worked their small farm without the help of slaves, and over the
course of the five years of their marriage they had managed to establish a fairly
successful farm together. Although their operation didn't allow for many extras,
it did provide for their basic needs and enabled them to welcome Edward's

lrThe ability of the Moores to provide for the needs of their family and livestock from 220
bushels of com is calculated using the formula developed by Sam Bowers Hilliard in Hog Meat
and Hoecake: Food Supply in the Old South. 1840-1860 (Carbondale, IL.: Southern Illinois
University Press, 1972), 158. According to Hilliard, Southern farmers during the antebellum used
com to feed hogs and working livestock such as horses and oxen, as well as their families and
slaves. His formula takes into account the demands placed on the com supply by people, pigs,
horses, and mules. All estimates in this study of a family’s ability to meet its needs from com are
based on his formula. See Appendix for a detailed explanation and breakdown of the formula.
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recently widowed mother and two younger siblings into their home after the
untimely death of his father.2
The Moores could begin the new decade with a degree of confidence
many of their fellow nonslaveholders could not share. Even with the additional
burden of Edward's mother, Elizabeth, his sister Mary and brother William
joining them, they managed to meet the needs of the family. If times did become
more difficult, they had the added security of owning their own land. Many
nonslaveholders could not say the same. Out of the 197 nonslaveholding
households in York County, only 39 owned land, the average value of which was
slightly below that possessed by the Moores.3 For the majority, the decade
opened as a highly uncertain time.
York County in 1850 was a region marked by economic decline. The once
rich and fertile tobacco-growing soils were exhausted, and younger generations
had moved west and south to seek new opportunities. When compared with the
prosperous tobacco-producing counties in the Piedmont section of the state and
the cotton-growing regions of the Deep South, York gave the appearance of a
depleted land. A traveler passing through eastern Virginia in the late 1840s
remarked: "The habitations of men were few and rude, and instead of the well
ploughed fields, or promising wheat lands of West Virginia, we had whole tracts
of 'old fields,' the exhausted lands again becoming a wilderness, easily
recognisable by the never-failing characteristic pines."4
By 1850, the arable land that did remain fertile had become too expensive
for poorer families and younger generations to afford, and many people were
2Information on the Moore family drawn from Federal Manuscript Census, York County,
Virginia, 1850 and 1860, Schedules of Population, Slaves, and Agriculture (hereafter cited as
Census, 1850 and/or 1860) and Michael Pollock, ed., York County Virginia Marriages: Volume 1.
Bonds and Ministers' Returns. 1769-1853 (Athens, Ga.: Iberian Publishing Company, 1994), 88.
3Census, 1850, Schedules of Population and Slave.
4James Stirling, Letters from the Slave States (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1857),
334.
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"pushed from the old tidewater areas by shrinking economic opportunity."5 The
cumulative effect of the widespread emigration and the scarcity of affordable
fertile land left the county with the majority of landed wealth in the hands of a
tiny minority of the population. Only nineteen men controlled almost 60% of the
county's landed wealth in 1850, and one slaveholder, Dr. Robert P. Waller, held
17% of the total.6
York County symbolized a larger pattern that took shape across the
plantation region over the course of the antebellum period. As the eastern
slaveholding regions—those settled first—became overcrowded and the soil
depleted, opportunities for nonslaveholders declined drastically.

Wealthy

planters controlled the most valuable lands and nonslaveholders found
themselves relegated to the poorer soils, or forced to move w estward out of
economic necessity.7 This phenomenon was not limited to the oldest plantation
regions. "The Cotton Belt witnessed a growing concentration of wealth and
increasing social stratification between 1830 and I860," writes historian Steven
H ahn: "plantations claim ed an ever larger share of farm land w hile
proportionally fewer white families came to own slaves."8 York County was not
unusual in the position of its nonslaveholders as a disadvantaged class and in
their struggle to maintain or advance their place in society. Their economic
status more closely accorded w ith that of the free black population than with that
of the slaveholders. For example, although the Moores owned $1000 in real
5Ibid., 141.
Statistics calculated from the value of real estate listed for heads of household listed in
the 1850 Census.
7James C. Bonner, "Profile of a Late Ante-Bellum Community," American Historical
Review 49 (July 1944): 666.
8Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers and the
Transformation of the Georgia Upcountry. 1850-1890 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983), 14.
See also Stephanie McCurry, Masters of Small Worlds: Yeoman Households. Gender Relations,
and the Political Culture of the Antebellum South Carolina Low Country (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995), 22-29.
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estate in 1850, they possessed less than a quarter of the wealth of the average
slaveholder whose landed wealth equaled $4267.45. In contrast, the average free
black nonslaveholder held $483.33.
The economic situation in York barely improved during the 1850s. The
num ber of slaveholding families declined drastically, and the remaining
slaveholders experienced a drop in their average wealth. Yet, despite the slow
growth, many nonslaveholding families did begin to find themselves in a slightly
better financial situation. The number of landowners more than tripled and the
average value of their holdings increased by more than two hundred dollars by
I860.9 Additionally, nonslaveholding households came to outnum ber their
slaveholding neighbors.10 This dramatic reversal can most likely be attributed to
a convergence of factors. As the profitability of cash crops declined in the
Tidewater region, the average white family became less able to buy slaves—
whose cost remained high because of demand for them in other regions of
Virginia and the South. Whether many slaveholders chose to leave York County
in the face of such circumstances is unclear, but those who lost their slaves to
economic pressures had little hope of regaining them by 1860. Thus, many small
slaveholders w ould have found them selves unable to m aintain their
slaveholding status, while few nonslaveholders could have afforded to purchase
their first slave. Indeed, much of the increase in nonslaveholding landownership
and in average household wealth may have reflected the addition of former
slaveholders to the nonslaveholding ranks.

9In looking at just the changes in average wealth, it appears as though the
nonslaveholders benefited from the slaveholders' loss. While the slaveholders lost a little over
$200 dollars in average wealth, the nonslaveholders gained almost precisely that amount. I
would speculate that the decline in the number of slaveholders and corresponding rise in
nonslaveholding households could account for the shift.
10Census, 1850 and 1860.
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Ultimately, the position of nonslaveholders relative to the county's
remaining slaveholders had not changed radically over the course of the decade.
When the average wealth of nonslaveholders, held in both land and personal
property, is compared w ith that of slaveholders, the achievements of the
nonslaveholder appear quite small. While the average slaveholder's real estate
was valued at $4011.19 in 1860, the average nonslaveholder's property amounted
to only $862.64.n Thus, for most nonslaveholders, the day-to-day operation of
their homes and farms in 1860 did not differ greatly from that of 1850.

As the white nonslaveholders of York County negotiated their way
through the 1850s, whether enduring hardship or reaping some benefits of
economic growth, they relied on their immediate families and extended kinship
networks for support. In the antebellum South, the household remained the
economic and social center of daily life.

Although the average w ealth of

nonslaveholders increased over the course of the decade, the slight improvement
did not alter the daily lives of most. Few if any had the luxury to avoid working
themselves or to provide a standard of living that would enable the other
members of their family to stay out of the fields or stop taking in sewing. As a
result, York's nonslaveholders practiced a division of labor that placed
tremendous value on the work of women, whether in the home or in connection
to the marketplace. Despite prescriptive gender ideologies that increasingly
attem pted to define the appropriate division of labor within white households,
the majority of York's nonslaveholders found it nearly impossible to separate
w ork rigidly along gender lines.

W omen's labor proved integral to the

maintenance of nonslaveholding Southern households throughout the 1850s.
^Census, 1860.
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In I860, the federal government decided to begin gathering data on the
occupations of women, opening a window, for the first time, to the range of labor
performed in nonslaveholding households, and specifically to the types of wagelabor engaged in by women. The instructions circulated in 1870 reflected this
dramatic change.12 They required that enumerators record the "profession,
occupation, or trade of each person, male and female, over 15 years of age"
(emphasis added).13 The instructions added that "if a boy or girl, whatever the
age, is earning money regularly by labor, contributing to the family support, or
appreciably assisting in mechanical or agricultural industry, the occupation
should be stated."14 With these instructions, the federal government officially
acknowledged what women across the country knew only too well—that their
labor within the home and as a direct part of the market economy was critical to
the maintenance of the family.
The expansion of the census has made it possible to assess the extent and
nature of women's contribution to the economic survival of the family. In fact,
the government drew a clear distinction between wage-labor and that performed
within the home for no direct monetary compensation. The 1870 instructions
stated that "the term 'housekeeper' will be reserved for such persons as receive

12Nancy Folbre and Marjorie Abel, "Women's Work and Women's Households: Gender
Bias in the U.S. Census," Social Research 56 (1989): 545-569. Unfortunately, the instructions for
the 1860 Census are not included in Carroll D. Wright, The History and Growth of the United
States Census. Prepared of the Senate Committee on the Census (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 1900). I was unable to locate a copy of the 1860 instructions from any other
source. However, in comparing the information gathered on the 1860 returns with the
instructions sent to enumerators in 1870, I discovered that they correspond directly and, as a
result, I have concluded that the 1870 directions reflect the intent of the 1860 guidelines. While
the precise wording may not have been the same, the directions to collect information on female
occuptions printed in 1870 that I have cited above mirror the information gathered in 1860.
Thus, without the 1860 instructions themselves, those from 1870 seem to provide the best
indication of the directions given to enumerator in 1860.
13Wright, Census. 154.
14Ibid., 155. Again, the information gathered in York County supports the conclusion
that the 1860 census takers relied on remarkably similar—if not the same,—instructions to those
published in 1870.
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distinct wages or salary for the service. Women keeping house for their own
families or for themselves, without any other gainful occupation, will be entered
as 'keeping house.'"15 The distinction created by the census enables historians to
assess women's labor within the home and the rate at which women stepped
beyond the domestic sphere as wage-laborers.
Although the 1860 census taker in York County tried to carry out the
guidelines described above, he did not follow these instructions precisely.16
Most glaringly, he failed to search beyond what a given individual told him or to
seek out occupations for those who reported none. In York County, many
women are listed without an occupation whose family circumstances makes it
highly improbable that they performed no labor at all. Most likely, these women
would have fallen under the "keeping house" category. However, they may not
have viewed their daily tasks as equal to those of people who brought home a
wage and therefore considered their work not worthy of mention. This may
represent at least a partial acceptance of the ideology of gender spheres that was
prevalent in the North.17 As the Northern economy became increasingly wagelabor oriented, the value society placed on the work of women in the home
gradually declined. Labor performed without monetary remuneration lost its
perceived importance as production moved outside the home. Household work
was subsumed under domestic duties—the specific province of women. Women
often internalized the message inherent in the ideology of gender spheres that
female domestic work did not compare to the labor of men—that it wasn't "true
labor" because it didn't directly produce income for the family.18 That process
15Ibid., 155.
16Unfortunately, it was not uncommon for census takers to fail to follow the federal
guidelines exactly. In 1850, the York County census taker neglected to record the vast majority of
the county's agricultural production!
17Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework. Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in
the Early Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 142-163.
18 Boydston, Home and Work: see also Folbre and Abel, "Women's Work," 548.
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was much slower in the South, where the household remained the center of
economic activity, both on the large plantation and w ithin nonslaveholding
homes, but Southern gender ideologies did reflect a similar assumption about the
productive capabilities of white women and likely affected how they viewed
their own domestic labor.19
In addition to the women's own reluctance, the census taker himself may
have been hesitant to acknowledge women's labor. In 1870, the head of the
federal census, Francis Amasa Walker, openly acknowledged that their wagework was under- enumerated. According to Walker, "the assumption is, as the
fact generally is, that they [women and young children] are not engaged in
remunerative employments. Those so engaged constitute the exception, and it
follows from a plain principle of human nature, that assistant marshals will not
infrequently forget or neglect to ask the question."20
In spite of the widespread under-reporting of female labor created by the
shortcomings and prejudices of individual census takers, such a dramatic change
in the census provides historians with a valuable opportunity to examine how
individual families operated, to investigate who worked, w hat types of labor
they performed, and why. The evidence recorded in York, while unfortunately
limited, does reveal that maintaining a nonslaveholding household required
constant effort on the part of both men and w om en—regardless of w hat
Northern or Southern gender ideologies may have prescribed.

19See Suzanne Lebsock, The Free Women of Petersburg: Status and Culture in a Southern
Town. 1784-1860 (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1984), 146-94.
20Francis Walker, Political Economy (1883; reprint, New York: Henry Holt Brown, 1911),
297, 375. Cited in Nancy Folbre, "The Unproductive Housewife: Her Evolution in NineteenthCentury Economic Thought," Signs: Toumal of Woman in Culture and Society 16, no. 3 (1991):
463-484.
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The first challenge the nonslaveholders of York County faced came in
establishing an independent household. The task proved difficult for most.
When young men and women decided to set out on their own, their families had
to give up their labor, adding an extra burden to their fathers, mothers, and
younger siblings.

Newly m arried couples pursued a variety of different

strategies to secure independence, and at each step the work of women proved to
be vitally important to their success.
Although most York families could not afford to provide a young couple
with a home of their own, many reached out to help the younger generation get a
start in life. After their marriage in the late 1850s, John and Ann Graves owned
no property w orthy of m ention21 and certainly d id n 't have the means to
m aintain their independence as a family. When they married, John was only'
twenty-two and Ann, twenty-one. Ann's father, William Parker, welcomed them
into his home and provided them with the initial security they needed as they
worked towards their future—John as an oysterman, and Ann as a seamstress. At
that early stage in their lives, they couldn’t afford for Ann not to work; her
additional income increased their chances of one day establishing their own
household.
Not everyone had the option of living with family, and some found other
routes to independence. In 1850 John Wornom was just fourteen and living on a
farm in York with relatives who owned three slaves.22 Rather than pursue the
life of a farmer himself, which very likely would have meant remaining with his
relatives until he could locate land to rent or save enough money to purchase his
own, John choose to become an oysterman.

The rich waterways surrounding

York offered poorer families opportunities not readily available to them through
21 The instructions sent to census takers indicated that they were not to record personal
property totaling under $100. See Wright, Census. 157.
^Information on John Wornom and his family gathered from the 1850 and 1860 Census.
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agriculture. The scarcity of affordable land placed independent farming out of
the reach of many people. For young men hoping to escape the confines of their
fathers' households, becoming an oysterman promised an escape and a means of
becoming independent without having to come up with the money required to
purchase farmland. Partially for that reason, oystermen were the second largest
occupational group among both white and free black nonslaveholders.23
Whether oystering ultimately enabled John to purchase land Or not, by
1860, he and his wife were living on their own 24 While John's wife may not have
found wage-work like Ann Graves, she labored daily, caring for the home and
their children, making it possible for John to work on the water. Their material
possessions didn't amount to much and they held only six acres of land, but
John's decision to work along the shore and his wife’s labor at home likely made
their independence possible at a much earlier stage in their lives.
Despite the livelihood some found on the waterways, the majority of York
County families continued to w ork the land.

Among slaveholders and

nonslaveholders alike, families involved in agricultural production accounted for
well over half of the population, and many young couples w orked tow ard
obtaining farmland, either as renters or owners. The task of finding affordable
land, however, provided a significant stumbling block. Some found a more
viable alternative in working for local slaveholders and living on their property,
sometimes as members of the slaveholders' households. Overseers were the
most common example. Fifteen nonslaveholders made their living as overseers
23Census, 1850, Schedules of Population and Slaves. All individuals for whom an
occupation was listed were included except for one individual whose slaveholding status could
not be determined. Slaveholding status for non-heads of households was determined according
to the individual’s relationship to the head of household. Family members of slaveholders were
counted as slaveholding, while individuals who lived in slaveholding households, but who were
not related to the slaveholding family and who did not own slaves themselves (for example,
overseers and their families), were counted as nonslaveholding.
24Unfortunately the name of John Wornom’s wife is unreadable on the 1860 Census
Population Schedule.
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in York County in 1850.25 William and Sarah Vaughan took advantage of the
opportunity that working for Matt Waller, a wealthy physician with twenty-four
slaves, offered them to establish a home without owning their own land. While
William worked as an overseer, Sarah may have earned extra money by adding
sewing or cooking for Waller to her work caring for her home and children. In
1850, the Vaughans hadn't had much time to save money tow ard purchasing
their own farm. William and Sarah had been married three years earlier, and
they already had two sons.26 By working for, and living as part of, the Waller
household, William and Sarah managed to provide for their growing family.

In taking that initial step towards independence, these couples used
markedly different strategies. Yet in each case the labor of women, whether they
worked for a wage or within the home, helped to secure their family's future;
these young families and numerous others like them continued to rely on the
efforts of each member, male and female, to perform the labor of the home or
farm. On the many nonslaveholding farms, women and children were enlisted
to work in the field as well as the house. For the wives and daughters of poor
nonslaveholders this meant a distinctly different lifestyle than that experienced
by their slaveholding counterparts, and particularly by the plantation mistress.
As Elizabeth Fox-Genovese has noted, "although the responsibilities of the
yeoman w om an resembled those of the slaveholding woman, she, unlike her
privileged sister, actually performed the labor to meet those responsibilities."27
Isaac Riggins possessed forty acres of land, but—as was typical on a tract
that size—only twenty-five of those acres were improved. Together w ith his
^C ensus, 1850, Schedule of Population.
26Census, 1850, Schedule of Population. William Vaughan married Sarah Deneufville on
May 19,1847. (Pollock, ed., York County Virginia Marriages. 127.)
27Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of
the Old South (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988), 166.
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wife, Elizabeth, he grew corn and oats on that small acreage.28 While the oats
helped to sustain their five pigs, one cow, and three head of cattle, the com most
likely supplied the needs of their small but growing family 29 They probably
supplem ented their diet with peas, beans, and sweet potatoes from a family
garden.30 The demands of running the farm with Isaac would have limited the
time Elizabeth could devote to the care of their two small daughters Pocahontas,
age three, and Mary, who was only six months old. Without any grown sons and
no slaves, Isaac and Elizabeth, like the Moores, had to perform the labor to keep
the farm going and the family fed.
While nonslaveholding men had to rely partly upon the labor of female
m em bers of the household for planting and harvesting the crops, the
introduction of even one slave, even a female slave, meant that a white farmer
could free his wife from field work and his daughters from some of the most
difficult tasks.31 The same was true of labor performed w ithin the home. A
white woman who had the assistance of one slave was able to delegate some of
the responsibility for the most exhausting duties. Suzanne Lebsock notes that, in
the homes of the elite, "laundry, routine cooking, cleaning, and scrubbing fell
entirely to the slaves."32 Although the majority of slaveholding women were not

28I can only assume that Elizabeth helped Isaac in the fields in 1850. The census gives no
indication of women's activities prior to 1860. However, there is also no indication that Isaac had
regular help from another source. I have found no record of his hiring either white or black
laborers and the demands of cultivating twenty-five acres would have made it highly unlikely
that Elizabeth never assisted in the fields, even if only in a limited capacity.
29Census, 1850, Schedule of Agriculture. Although com fed livestock in the antebellum
South, it was used primarly by the family. On the importance of com to the Southern diet see
Hilliard, Hogmeat and Hoecake. 40.48-49.157.
30Although the 1850 Agricultural Schedule of the Census for York did not record
production of these crops—no crops beyond the staple grains were recorded in the county—the
1860 Census lists the majority of York farmers as growing these basic foods, and it is therefore
probable that the Rigginses had them in their garden in 1850.
31McCurry, Masters of Small Worlds. 81-84.
32Lebsock, Free Women of Petersburg. 159.
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relieved of all these duties, the presence of even one or two slaves m ade a
significant impact on the amount and type of labor she had to perform.
The Rigginses d id n 't have that option, and therefore, in addition to
helping Isaac tend their cattle and pigs and maintain the oat and corn crops,
Elizabeth Riggins's day would have been filled with tasks within the house and
outside in the fields and garden. From preparing their daily meals, washing and
repairing their clothes, making soap, churning butter, and picking, shelling and
canning peas, her workday ceased only when she slept. All the while, she kept
track of an active toddler and cared for an infant. Her labor, both w ithin the
house and in the garden or fields, was critical to the family economy, and the
products she created, whether soap or butter, meant one less item they had to
purchase.
Although home manufacturing in general was in decline in the latter part
of the antebellum period,33 household inventories show that production for the
family was still very much a part of the daily life of Southern nonslaveholding
wom en like Elizabeth Riggins. For example, when Martha W right died, her
household possessions included a loom, a flax wheel, and a spinning wheel.34
She was quite unusual among nonslaveholding women in owning all three of
these devices, yet most did own one or two of them. When Sarah Baber's
husband Anthony died, she held onto her loom and spinning wheel, while many
of other family possessions were sold off to settle his estate.35 Looms, quilting
frames, and spinning wheels were extremely valuable, not only because of their
high cost, but also because of the contribution they enabled women to make to
the domestic production of the family both for use within the household and for

33Bill Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites: Class and Culture in Antebellum North
Carolina (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1992), 145.
34York County Will Book, 1847-1860, 229.
35Will Book, 284-86.
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sale to others.

While slaveholding women typically supervised the textile

production of the household and participated directly only in the sewing of
clothes for the slaves and members of the white family, nonslaveholding women
had only themselves and their daughters to rely upon for the spinning and
weaving of cloth.36

By the end of the antebellum period, many Southern families could no
longer rely solely on home production.

Beginning in 1830, the national

production of household manufactures began to steadily decline. As the price of
commercially manufactured goods dropped, families increasingly turned to the
market to obtain those products previously made at home. The shift from a
subsistence to a market economy placed greater value on wage-labor and on the
ability of every member of the family to contribute to the household's cash
income.37 The market had slowly crept into the homes of nonslaveholders and
they, in turn, found themselves seeking out employment.38 Thus, fewer women
labored only in the home or on the family farm. While this change occurred
much more slowly in the household-centered economy of the South, necessity
often compelled nonslaveholding women to seek paid employment, and many of
the nonslaveholding households in York benefited from the money these women
earned.
The Callis family of York provides just one example of the extent to which
nonslaveholding households relied on female income.

As the head of the

household, Richard Callis held only sixteen acres of land and $200.00 in personal
property at the age of fifty-eight despite his occupation as a master carpenter.

36Fox-Genovese, 120.
37Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United
States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 26-27.
38Cecil-Fronsman, Common Whites. 124-132.
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The demands of supporting his wife, Eliza, and four children, Gilla, Ella, Daniel,
and Jane had made the accumulation of property challenging. By 1860, the three
oldest children, Gilla, Ella, and Daniel, had all reached or passed the age of
eighteen. All three still lived as members of their father's household, and
Richard relied on the earning power of his two daughters, as well as that of his
son, to support the family. While Daniel served his father as an apprentice
carpenter, Gilla worked as a weaver and Ella added income through her labor as
a seamstress.39 Although their mother didn't earn a wage, she managed the daily
operation of their home and family. For Richard Callis, then, his skill as a
carpenter

did not guarantee economic stability; rather, he counted on his

daughters' ability to contribute their earnings.
Richard Callis was not alone; many nonslaveholding families relied on the
earnings of young women.

Their occupations varied from housekeeper to

washerwoman, but the greatest number of girls worked as seamstresses like Ella
Callis. Nearly five times as many young white nonslaveholding women worked
at sewing as slaveholding girls. In fact, sewing was primarily an occupation of
nonslaveholding whites, free blacks, and slaves; while only eight slaveholding
women worked as seamstresses, thirty-eight white nonslaveholders and twentytwo free black women found employment sewing in York County.40 Although
economic pressures forced only a few heads of slaveholding households to
depend their daughters' earning ability, it was not unusual for w hite
nonslaveholders and free blacks to resort to remunerative labor by their female
members.
In addition to sewing, single women also had the option of becoming
household servants; domestics represented the second largest occupational

39Census, I860, Schedules of Population and Agriculture.
40Census, 1860, Schedule of Population.
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group for nonslaveholding w hite women.

These nonslaveholders often

performed the majority of the domestic labor in their employer's household as
the "maid of all work."41 Although less prevalent than in the North, white
domestic labor existed throughout the South.42 Twenty-four nonslaveholding
w hite w om en w orked as domestic servants in York County, for both
nonslaveholding and slaveholding families. Their ages ranged from fifteen to
sixty-five. While one woman, Nancy Page, appears to have lived with her own
family, the majority boarded with their employers.
For those girls under the age of eighteen, their work as domestics may
have reflected little personal choice . When parents could no longer provide for
their children financially, or a child was orphaned, York County's Overseers of
the Poor had the power to bind out the minors to live and apprentice with local
families; parents sometimes asked the Overseers to find such situations for their
children. Young girls were often trained as domestics. In February 1856, the
local court directed York County’s Overseers of the Poor to bind out two young
sisters, Eliza and Carly Jenkins, to Johnson Sands of W illiamsburg to be
instructed in the "trade of house servants."43 At the ages of eight and ten
respectively, Eliza and Carly were sent to live with and work for Sands until they
reached the age of eighteen. Other young women working as domestics in York
County were very likely employed under similar conditions.
Regardless of how the women arrived at their position, domestic work
was unique in that it required the vast majority of its practitioners to leave the
protection of their households. Whereas seamstresses, knitters, or washerwomen
typically lived and worked at home, domestics lived in the household of their

41Kessler-Harris, Out to Work. 54-55.
42Daniel E. Sutherland, Americans and Their Servants: Domestic Service in the United
States from 1800 to 1920 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1981), 50.
43York County Minute Book, 1851-1859, February 18,1856.
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employer. The economic need to work could, therefore, alter the dynamics of
nonslaveholding families by removing young women from the protective
oversight of their fathers. While under the supervision of their employer, a
domestic was more vulnerable to exploitation. Additionally, her position as a
wage-laborer in the home of another white family had the potential to heighten
class differences, particularly between slaveholders and nonslaveholders, by
emphasizing the distance separating their positions in Southern society.44

A lthough the majority of female wage-earners in York County were
d ep en d en ts of m ale heads of households, a significant n um ber of
nonslaveholding women had sole responsibility for supporting themselves and
their children.

For those w om en left w ithout the assistance of a male

breadwinner, their positions as laborers were critical to their families' survival.
Necessity forced them to seek employment if they didn't own land or possess
means to support themselves at home. Many labored as the sole providers for
their respective families 45 Some had small children to care for, and to these
single m others, rem unerative w ork often m eant the difference betw een
independence and reliance on extended family, or on the Overseers of the Poor.46

44Kessler-Harris, Out to Work. 54-55. See also Faye E. Dudden, Serving Women:
Household Service in Nineteenth-Centurv America (Middletown, Conn., Wesleyan University
Press, 1983) on class tension between servants and employers in the Northern and Mid-Atlantic
states.
4^Poor women throughout the South who headed their own households turned to
remunerative labor. See Charles C. Bolton, Poor Whites of the Antebellum South: Tenants and
Laborers in Central North Carolina and Northeast Mississippi (Durham: Duke University Press,
1994), 38-39, and Eleanor Miot Boatwright, Status of Women in Georgia. 1783-1860 (New York:
Carlson Publishing, 1994), 92-110.
46In York, the Overseers of the Poor managed the daily operation of the poor farm and
allocated food and care for the destitute. One nonslaveholding woman, Mary Buchannan, was
listed as a pauper on the Census and likely received aid from the overseers. Overseers Minutes,
York County Poor Farm, 1857-1871.
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Out of the twenty-seven nonslaveholding white women who headed their
own households and reported an occupation to the census taker in I860, twelve
w orked as farmers, eleven as seamstresses, two as m idw ives, one as a
washerwoman, and one as a hatter.47 No such diversity appeared among these
women's slaveholding counterparts. The only slaveholding women who headed
their own households and reported occupations referred to themselves as
farmers. Either their economic standing made additional work outside the
norm al operation of the home or farm unnecessary, or social biases against
female work for hire made slaveholding women more unwilling to adm it to
engaging in such work. Certainly the average nonslaveholding female head of
household faced a much more difficult challenge in supporting her family. Her
position as a laborer in York County actually more closely resembled that of free
black w om en than it did that of slaveholding women.

A lthough white

nonslaveholding women—unlike free black women—did not w ork as farm
laborers, their range of employment encompassed many of the tasks assumed by
free black women and, for both white and black nonslaveholding women, work
for pay meant freedom from the county poor farm.
The twelve nonslaveholding white female farmers had assum ed the
responsibility of managing the family farm after the death of their husbands.
While they did not enter the marketplace as workers for hire, their position as the
heads of family farms tied them directly to the local economy. They sold and
traded their produce to neighbors or local merchants as a means to supplement
the households' diet and income. Even when grown sons stilled lived at home,
these women controlled the farm; their sons continued in their role as farm
laborers, as they would have under their fathers' direction. Sophia Cox ran the

47Census, 1860, Schedules of Population and Slave.
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family's farm in I860 with the assistance of her three sons; at the age of twentyone, the eldest, George, continued to live at home and work as a farm hand.48
Not every woman was simply able to assume the position left open by the
death of her husband. Some lost land in the settlement of their husband's estate,
while those leasing property may not have been able to maintain their positions
as renters. After William Moore died, his wife Elizabeth was forced to move in
w ith their son Edward and his wife Ann.49 They provided the initial support she
needed after William's death, and by 1860 she m anaged to establish an
independent household on a farm of her own. Her youngest children, Mary and
William—then in their early twenties—continued to live with her. William may
have helped her on the farm while Mary worked as a seamstress to supplement
their income. The family had very little in the way of personal property—only
$100 worth—and just twenty-four acres of land, but it was enough for Elizabeth
to call herself a farmer.50
Those women without husbands or the means to build a life off the land
sought employment that would earn income. Brittania Wilson worked in York as
a midwife to support herself and her son throughout the 1850s. Both Harriet
Hudgins and her daughter labored as seamstresses to provide for themselves.
Similarly, Eleanor Firth managed to support herself and her two sons through
her position as a washerwoman.51
In each of these situations, whether in the case of a farmer's daughter
taking in sewing to help the family, or a single mother working as a midwife,
48Census, 1860, York County, Schedules of Population and Slave.
49According to the 1840 Census, William Moore did hold land, but it is unclear whether
he actually owned the property or rented it. Unfortunately, the census does not clearly
differentiate between renters and owners and I was unable to find any reference to William
Moore's landowning status in the county court records. However, the acres listed under his
name in 1840 do not appear to have passed to either Elizabeth or to their son Edward.
50Information on the Moore family pieced together from the 1840, 1850, and 1860,
Census, Schedules of Population, Slaves, and Agriculture.
51Federal Census, York County, Schedule of Population, 1860.
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economic reality prom pted these women and their families to stretch the
boundaries of gender spheres by relying on white female labor.

But it is

important to note that in their work they never breached them. Women worked
in occupations that were an extension of traditionally female household duties.
Knitters, seamstresses, weavers, or washerwomen engaged in tasks that normally
occupied their time within their own homes. Very likely these women were
employed on an outwork basis, where they took the sewing, knitting, or wash
home and returned it to an employer or client for a wage. Perhaps they sold
goods produced at home to neighbors or to a local merchant. Outwork, which
rapidly was becoming a common form of female labor in N orthern cities,
perm itted w om en w ith small children and household responsibilities tosupplement their income while caring for their families. At the same time, the
outw ork system tied these women to traditionally female domestic labor and
reinforced the boundaries of gender spheres.52 Except for those women who ran
their own farms, none of these occupations posed a significant challenge to the
existing gendered division of labor. Even farming, when interpreted as simply
an extension of women's m anagem ent of the home, fell w ithin the proper,
domestic role of women in antebellum society.
Regardless of the "feminine" nature of their work, the prominence of white
female labor in nonslaveholding households was difficult to reconcile with
traditional ideas of gender roles, particularly in a region growing increasingly
conscious of the importance of the division of labor to the construction of the
social and political order. In the slaveholding South, where labor was not only
gendered, but racialized, the work of nonslaveholding white women complicated
attem pts to fashion a coherent regional identity. The division of labor relied

52Christine Stansell, City of Women: Sex and Class in N ew York. 1789-1860 (Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1987), 107,115-116.
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upon by white nonslaveholders—and specifically the varied roles assumed by
nonslaveholding wom en—highlighted their differences from slaveholding
society, differences that had to be overcome in order to tie nonslaveholders to
the South as a region and as an idea—that is, to a Southern identity.

CHAPTER TWO: THE LADY AND THE FARM WIFE
As sectional tension grew during the antebellum period, Southern
leaders strove to develop a coherent regional identity that w ould bind white
slaveholders and nonslaveholders together in defense of the Southern way of
life—that w ould appeal to the Insleys, the Moores, and the Callises of York
County, Virginia, as well as to their slaveholding neighbors. Yet they faced
the daunting challenge of overcoming the fundam ental contradiction of
Southern society: that the overwhelming majority of the white population of
a region founded on the institution of slavery owned no slaves. The struggle
to create a unified sectional identity that could surm ount this deep division
in Southern society played itself out partly in a spirited debate over the
division of labor practiced in Southern white homes.
Southern proslavery w riters and intellectuals fixed on a racial and
gender division of labor as the starting point in their effort to develop a
coherent regional identity.

The resulting debate focused on the Southern

w hite w om an as the symbolic representation of Southern distinctiveness.
Ideologues saw her role in the family as a reflection of society in general;
Southern notions of masculinity as well as of femininity came to hinge on
the position of white women. Two conflicting ideologies rose to prominence
in the antebellum South: one was based on the ideal of the Southern lady and
the other on the ideal of the farmwife. Each, in rejecting the validity of the
other, claimed authority for its depiction of the Southern family and social
system.
35
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The rise of two ideologies based on the division of labor practiced in
white Southern households reflected the conflict between the lived reality of
nonslaveholders and slaveholders. The sharp contrast between the picture of
the Southern lady and that of the farmwife dramatically illustrated the real
distance dividing white Southerners. The emergence of the farmwife ideal,
however, suggests the ways in which nonslaveholders could ally themselves
to a region in which their limited economic, social, and political power did
not reflect their numerical predominance w ithin the South's population.

Proponents of the lady ideal fashioned a vision of Southern society
firmly rooted in the existence and continuation of slavery.

They pitted

Southern institutions against those of the industrialized, free North. Slavery,
they said, liberated Southern whites from the unending toil that oppressed
the w orking classes of the N orth and that stifled the social and cultural
developm ent of that region. Whereas the w orking men and women of the
N orth became mere cogs in the industrial machinery, the labor of slaves had
elevated the white lower classes in the South. As a result, the region had
evolved into a civilized society founded on the strength of the white family
and its symbolic representation—the lady.
The m ythical Southern lady em bodied the cultural refinem ent
supposedly cultivated by plantation society. Fair-skinned, beautiful, educated
in literature and the arts, yet weak and fragile and dependent on male
protection, the ideal lady was the center of the Southern home. Mistress of a
domestic realm encompassing the household's w hite and black family, the
lady provided a serene shelter from the outside world. In return, her male
provider protected her from the harsh forces of politics and the marketplace
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that she had neither the strength nor the talents to handle.

A fragile

Southern flower, the lady was central to the male slaveholder's self
perception as a noble patriarch.
The lady took form in proslavery pam phlets, speeches, literary
journals, and novels.

Descriptions offered in popular plantation fiction

reinforced the image of a frail, lovely, dependent woman, deserving of the
pedestal. Caroline Lee H entz's Eoline Glenmore was the perfect picture of the
lovely yet modest Southern belle: "Her complexion had the fairness of the
magnolia blended with the blush of the rose. Her hair, of pale golden brown,
reminded one of the ripples of a sunlit lake by its soft waves... Her eyes, blue,
soft, and intense as the noonday sun in June, had a kind of beseeching, loving
expression—an expression that appealed for sympathy, protection, love."1
Such p o p u lar images only reinforced the picture developed by
Southern intellectuals of a creature designed by nature to remain within the
dom estic sphere, sheltered from the hard, com petitive w orld.

In his

"Dissertation On the Characteristic Differences between the Sexes, and on the
Position and Influence of Woman in Society," Thomas R. Dew explained the
social roles assigned to men and women in terms of a natural, physical
difference that separates the sexes:

"She is more naturally sedentary and

quiet, and perhaps less industrious. Her labor, in a purely political-economic
light, is universally considered less valuable."

In contrast, "the greater

physical strength of man, enables him to occupy the foreground in the
picture.

He leaves the domestic scenes; he plunges into the turm oil and

1Caroline Lee Hentz, Eoline; or Magnolia Vale (Philadelphia: T. B. Peterson, 1852),
204, quoted in Kathryn L. Seidel, "The Southern Belle as an Antebellum Ideal," Southern
Quarterly 15 (July 1977): 396.
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bustle of an active, selfish w o rld /'2 Female weakness is naturalized, as is the
male role of protector. Man "is the shield of woman, destined by nature to
guard and protect her."3 He is duty-bound to care for the fairer sex, and his
role as protector forms an essential component of his manhood.' Similarly, in
retiring to the domestic sphere, a woman becomes feminine—the essence of
the lady.
The clearest marker of a lady was the work she performed. According
to the ideal, Southern civilization, built on the backs of enslaved Africans and
African Americans, had evolved to such a point that a place of honor was
reserved for white womanhood, freed of the arduous labor that characterized
slave women or the working class of the North. Elevated from common toil,
she had the leisure to pursue literature and the arts, hallmarks of a civilized
society. As the lady, she became the center of the home and of society and the
symbol of white advancement.

Protected from the vice and cruelty of the

external world, she developed a higher moral sense with which to temper the
excesses of her husband and instill values in her children.
G eorge F itzh u g h 's Sociology fo r the South contrasted the status
enjoyed by the lady of the South with that of her working counterpart in free
societies.

Let a w om an "exhibit strength and hardihood, and man, her

master, will make her a beast of burden." The economy of the N orth reduced
women to mere drudges by putting them behind the plow or forcing them to
sew for a wage. But, "so long as she is nervous, fickle, capricious, delicate,
diffident and dependent, man will worship and adore her," Fitzhugh added.
"H er weakness is her strength, and her true art is to cultivate and improve

2Thomas R. Dew, "Dissertation on the Characteristic Differences between the Sexes,
and on the Position and Influence of Woman in Society," Southern Literary Messenger 1 (May
1835): 495.
3Ibid.
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that weakness. " In the South, society was arranged to provide her w ith the
opportunity to develop her femininity.4
Fashioned by proslavery intellectuals and held up to the South as a
whole for endorsement, the lady took on legendary proportions. Even today,
readers are draw n to tales of the gallant planter coming to the rescue of the
fainthearted b u t noble Southern belle.

A lthough historians have since

debunked the myth of the lady, revealing that the slaveholding mistress in all
but the w ealthiest households worked unceasingly as a domestic manager,
the lady had a powerful hold on Southern society.5 She became a revered
symbol of the Southern way of life and central to the production of an elite
slaveholder identity. She satisfied "Southerners' notions of their aristocratic
origins," in which "the belle would be protected from reality, championed,
and wooed in a manner befitting a princess." 6 Wealthy slaveholding women
attem pted to fulfill this idealized portrait of their role, while men envisioned
themselves the defenders of Southern womanhood.7
Confronted by increasingly hostile criticism of their slaveholding
society, the Southern elite seized on the image of the lady and her male
protector as the symbol of a morally superior social system—free from the
corruption that consumed the North.8 Southern ideologues insisted that the

4George Fitzhugh, Sociology for the South, or the Failure of Free Society (Richmond,
Va.: A. Morris Publisher, 1854), 214.
5On the daily life of the plantation mistress, see Catherine Clinton, The Plantation
Mistress: Woman's World in the Old South (New York: Pantheon Books, 1982); Elizabeth FoxGenovese, Within the Plantation Household: Black and White Women of the Old South
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1988); and Anne Firor Scott, Southern
Lady: From Pedestal to Politics. 1830-1930 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970).
8Seidel, "The Southern Belle," 390; Clinton, Plantation Mistress. 17.
7Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave
South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 41
8Ibid.; Seidel, "The Southern Belle," 390; and Virginia Kent Anderson Leslie, "A Myth
of the Southern Lady: Antebellum Proslavery Rhetoric and the Proper Place of Women," in
Caroline Matheny Dillman, ed., Southern Women (Washington: Hemisphere Publishing
Corporation, 1988), 19.
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dependen t w hite w om en of the South, in contrast to the defenseless
industrial workers of N orthern urban centers, benefited from the protective
realm of the plantation. In return for sacrificing their independence, white
wom en gained freedom from the most dem anding chores and a revered
position w ith the family and society.

Their dependent status justified a

patriarchal order that positioned the slaveholder at the head of an extended
black and white family.9 Imagining themselves to be acting in the tradition of
Roman patriarchs, Fitzhugh, Dew, and others presented the lady as the
ultimate expression Southern social, political, and cultural order, inextricably
linking her to regional identity.10
Advocates of the lady ideal drew on a long-standing tradition of racial
and gendered division of labor that positioned wealthy white men at the top
of the social and political hierarchy. As Kathleen Brown argues, the emerging
racism of seventeenth-century V irginia w as prem ised on pre-colonial
constructions of gender. The naturalization of female subordination, echoes
of which resound in antebellum writings on the lady, provided the language
to legitimize racially based slavery. Appropriating this language of difference,
w hite m en created an explanation of the subjugation of black slaves
predicated on the supposed natural inferiority of Africans.

Slaves were

stripped of control over their bodies and labor and relegated to performing
the m ost arduous tasks.

Whites, in turn, defined them selves and their

families in opposition to the condition of the slaves surrounding them.11

9See Michael P. Johnson, "Planters and Patriarchy: Charleston, 1800-1860," The Tournal
of Southern History 46 (February 1980); and Bertram Wyatt-Brown, Honor and Violence in the
Old South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 85-90.
10Fitzhugh went so far as to declare "It is a distinction to be a Southerner, as it was once
to be a Roman citizen." Fitzhugh, Sociology for the South. 255.
11 See Kathleen M. Brown, Good Wives. Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs:
Gender. Race and Power in Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1996).
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Constructed around the physical, material, and symbolic distance
separating white and black, white Southern identity could not be divorced
from black identity. Thus, the lady was defined largely by contrast to the
condition of her slave counterpart.

The presence of slavery served to

intensify the importance of labor divisions to the image of the lady. Kathleen
Brown found that "in contrast to English women, African w om en were
presum ed capable of and naturally suited to strenuous field work." Denying
black women the protection gender bestowed on the plantation mistress,
slavery placed them in the fields alongside men, largely deprived them of the
ability to protect and shelter their children, and exposed them to sexual
exploitation at the hands of white masters. The relegation of black women to
h ard labor

m ade "possible a m ore exclusive definition of English

w om an h o o d ."12

These gender and racial conventions, which took shape in

the seventeenth century, did not dim inish in the antebellum period.

The

lady of the nineteenth century, as a virtuous, fragile figure, incapable of hard
labor and deserving of male protection, stood in stark contrast to the female
slave.

As a central symbol of the separation of the white South from the

condition of the slave, she reinforced the self-fashioned identity of elite white
Southerners as masters.
The identity of the white male slaveholder was inextricably connected
to the position of the white and black women in his household. White men's
m asculinity became a partial reflection of their ability to control the labor of
their wives and daughters and prevent them from having to w ork at tasks
thought appropriate for slave women. The white m an's ability to keep his
wife and daughters from the most dem anding work, as well as his power
over the bodies and labor of female slaves, was central to the construction of
12Ibid., 128, 136.
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his masculine identity.13 In contrast, slavery stripped black men of the ability
to control the labor of their wives and daughters or to protect them from the
sexual advances of white men.14 Through the lady, white men m anipulated
the language of difference to define themselves as against black men, and to
establish their identity as powerful patriarchs firmly in control of a household
of dependents.
The Southern lady, therefore, represented a construction of race and
gender that positioned white men at the head of the social and political
hierarchy.

As dependents, white women illustrated the pow er of w hite

patriarchs and the refinement of Southern civilization—w hich were made
possible by the institution of slavery.

The lady, the em bodim ent of the

Southern home and family, stood as a symbol around which slaveholders
could rally support for the defense of the "Southern way of life." Advocates
of the lady ideal firmly believed that the promise of economic, social, and
cultural advancem ent w ould attract nonslaveholders to their vision of
Southern society. The slaveholding elite "assumed that the nonslaveholder
was a potential slaveholder, if he so desired" and thus an adherent to their
ideology.15 Proslavery advocates touted examples of rags-to-riches success
stories.

L. Q. C. Lamar of Oxford Mississippi proclaimed to a friend that

"There are men here who left Newton Co. (Georgia) poor and in debt eight
and ten years ago, who now have a good plantation and 15 to 20 hands, and

13On the sexual control slaveholders exerted over the white and black women in their
houshold see Clinton, Plantation Mistress. 204-05.
14Catherine Clinton argues that the slaveholder created a hierarchy of male power in
which he held complete control over the wives and children of male slaves. See Catherine
Clinton, "'Southern Dishonor': Flesh, Blood, Race, and Bondage," in Carol Bleser, ed., In Toy
and Sorrow: Women. Family, and Marriage in the Victorian South. 1830-1900 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1991), 55.
15Laurence Shore, Southern Capitalists: The Ideological Leadership of an Elite. 18321885 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 45-46.
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are buying more every year."16 Each example of a nonslaveholder advancing
to the slaveholding ranks encouraged their belief.
What they could not see, however, was that the ideal of the lady fell
apart against the backdrop of social reality in the white South. The lady, as
defined in the proslavery press, was an ideal that the w ealthiest planter
families could pretend existed, an elusive dream for small slaveholders, and a
practical impossibility for nonslaveholders. The ideal of the lady remained
hopelessly unattainable for the families of those w om en who, out of
necessity, stepped beyond the strict division of labor by gender and race.
In portraying labor as drudgery not to be endured by white men, and
certainly not by the women under their protection, the Southern planter elite
came dangerously close to equating the lives of nonslaveholders with that of
slaves.

According the ideology surrounding the figure of the lady, those

w om en w ho did transgress the limits of their natu ral sphere opened
themselves and their families to degradation.

As Fitzhugh rem arked, a

w om an exhibiting strength and ability w ould be m ade into a "beast of
burden" by man; she w ould then be undeserving of protection or respect.
Moreover, as historian Dolores Janiewski points out, "for white women, the
association of labour w ith degradation was intensified by slavery's linkage of
sexual dishonour w ith economic exploitation."17 The lady ideal clearly
im plied, then, th at any w hite m an who failed to protect his female
dependents from the degradation of common labor could not claim to belong
to the South's noble white society.

16Edward M ayes, L. O. C. Lamar: His Lite. Times, and Speeches (Nashville:
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 1896), 45; cited in Shore, Southern Capitalists. 47.
17Dolores Janiewski, "Southern Honour, Southern Dishonour: Managerial Ideology and
the Construction of Gender, Race, and Class Relations in Southern Industry," in Joan Wallach
Scott, ed., Feminism and History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 297.
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The lady ideal had potentially devastating implications for the ability of
nonslaveholders to identify themselves and their families as distinctly
Southern. The ideology of the lady ideal failed to acknowledge, for example,
the reality shared by nonslaveholders in York County.

By the 1850s, the

depressed Tidewater region held out little hope of significant advancement
for nonslaveholders. Few could realistically aspire to joining the ranks of the
elite planters.

W ithout slaves, the power of nonslaveholding men to limit

the labor of their female dependents was severely restricted.

Unable to

allocate slave labor in order to lighten the load on wives and daughters, they
relied on female members of the family, as well as male, to plant and harvest
the crops, tend the garden, care for the home, and contribute, through
rem unerative work, to the family income.

The lady ideal thus threatened

only to alienate the majority of the region's nonslaveholders.
Relative to their slaveholding counterparts, nonslaveholding women
of York had few options; necessity, not ideology, determ ined their role.
Elizabeth Riggins w ouldn't have recognized herself in Dew's or Fitzhugh's
p o rtrayal of the Southern w hite wom an.

W orking from sunup past

sundown, assisting in the fields, tending livestock, preserving food, preparing
meals, doing laundry, repairing worn clothes, all the while keeping an eye on
two young girls, Elizabeth Riggins certainly couldn't imagine herself as the
fragile, wholly dependent figure romanticized as the Southern lady.
The tw enty-seven nonslaveholding w om en of York C ounty who
headed their own households and had only themselves to depend upon in
providing for their families likewise could not have identified w ith the
Southern lady. Laboring daily as midwives, seamstresses, washerwomen, and
farmers, these York County women could only have been struck by the
enormous distance separating their reality and the image of the lady.
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W orking as a seamstress and a weaver respectively, Gilla and Ella
Callis actually opened them selves to charges of im propriety under the
ideology advanced by Dew and Fitzhugh.

According to Frederick Law

Olmsted, a N ortherner reporting on conditions in the South, "poor white
girls never hire out to do servants' work, but they w ould come and help
another white woman about her sewing or quilting and take wages for it.
But these girls were not very respectable generally, and it was not agreeable to
have them in your house."18 Clearly, Olmsted was relating the views of the
elite planters he encountered in Virginia, for had he stopped to talk with the
nonslaveholders of the Tidewater, he w ould have discovered that young
white women daily stepped beyond the security of their home to earn wages.
While a considerable num ber worked as seamstresses or weavers like the
Callis girls, tw enty-four w om en "hired out to do servants' work" in the
homes of white families in York County.19
Certainly Olmsted failed to recognize the prevalence of female labor,
particularly am ong nonslaveholding families, but more im portantly his
comment reflects an attitude derived from the ideology surrounding the lady
ideal. Women who stepped beyond the security of the household sacrificed
the protection of that household in the eyes of elite society.

Wives and

daughters who did w ork that blurred the distinctions of gender and race no
longer deserved the respect reserved for the plantation mistress.
The ideal of the lady also im pugned the m asculinity of the male
nonslaveholder.

The majority of York County's nonslaveholding men did

not possess the means to keep female dependents from strenuous labor,
18Fredrick Law Olmsted, Toumev in the Seaboard Slave States (New York, 1865), 8283. Cited in Eleanor Miot Boatwright, Status of Women in Georgia. 1783-1860 (New York:
Carlson Publishing, 1994), 103-04.
19Federal Manuscript Census, York County, Virginia, 1860, Schedule of Population
Schedule, (hereafter cited as Census, 1860).
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which, according to the lady ideal, was one of the defining traits of a Southern
white man. John Graves depended on the work of his new bride Ann in the
first years of their marriage. While he labored as an oysterman, she worked
as a seamstress. Edward Moore and Isaac Riggins both relied on their wives
labor in running the family farm and home. Richard Callis could not have
afforded to sacrifice his daughters' added income. And William Moore was
not able to leave his wife Elizabeth enough money to keep her from working
after his death. While slavery may have become a substitute for the labor of
elite w hite women in the South, for the nonslaveholders of York, no such
substitute existed, regardless of what societal pressure dictated. 20
The image of the lady did not stand unchallenged in the South.
According to historian Laurence Shore, some Southern leaders quickly
recognized the potentially divisive effects of the ideology supporting the lady
ideal.

Those social and political leaders who understood the m arginal

position of the nonslaveholder in the South feared that he might succumb to
the appeal of the Republican free labor ideology. They looked for ways to
draw the nonslaveholder tow ard a sectional identity that w ould secure his
loyalty to the slaveholding South.

In 1856, Governor James H. Adams of

South Carolina proposed measures to the state legislature that w ould have
increased the num ber of slaveholders, partly by reopening the slave trade.
Adams hoped that by flooding the market with slaves, prices would drop and
m ore nonslaveholders could join the slaveholding ranks.21

A lthough

Southern leaders in the end declined to reopen the slave trade, many, like
A dam s, w orried about rising class tension and looked for w ays to win

^Thom as R. Dew wrote, "The labor of the slave thus becomes a substitute for that of
the woman... ." Cited in Leslie, "A Myth of the Southern Lady," 21.
21 Shore, Southern Capitalists. 49-SI.
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nonslaveholders' su p p o rt for slavery and secure their allegiance to a
common regional identity.22
These leaders' fears were not unfounded.

By ignoring the place of

nonslaveholders in society, and refusing to acknowledge the reality of
nonslaveholding life in the South, advocates of the lady ideal m arginalized
the position of slaveless whites as Southerners.

Victoria E. Bynum found

that in the N orth Carolina Piedmont, where nonslaveholders outnum bered
slaveholders, local leaders expressed disdain for the "pampered elite lady,"
and that their hostility reflected divisions w ithin Southern society as a
w hole.23 Their reaction dem onstrated that the lady could not begin to claim
to represent the entire white South, even the entire slaveholding South. As a
result, a competing ideal arose to challenge the Southern lady, that of the
farm w ife.24 In agricultural journals, writers prom oted an alternative vision
of Southern identity that challenged the legitimacy of the lady as a symbol of
an agricultural society which, according to them, was founded around the
small family farm. The farm wife ideal represented a clear acknowledgment
of the failure of the lady image to incorporate the circum stances and
experiences of the majority of the w hite Southern population.

W hether

these w riters—whom one may call "agriculturists"—explicitly intended to
unite the South by using the figure of the farmwife is not certain; however,
in rejecting the major tenets of the lady ideal, they provided nonslaveholders
w ith a symbol of Southern identity that they could claim as their own.

22Ibid., 51-60.
23Victoria E. Bynum, Unruly Women: The Politics of Social and Sexual Control in the
Old South (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1992), 49.
24The antebellum farmwife ideal appears to have emerged in Southern agricultural
journals in the late 1820s to early 1830s and gained prominence in the mid 1840s. See D.
Harland Hagler, "The Ideal Woman in the Antebellum South: Lady or Farmwife?" The Tournal
of Southern History. 46 (August 1980): 405-418.
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The farmwife ideal found expression in agricultural journals published
across the South. Designed to improve farming techniques and promote the
agricultural way of life, the journals targeted an audience that ranged from
the independent, literate yeoman to the wealthy planter. The motto on the
front cover of the Georgia journal, The Southern C ultivator , described the
goals of the agricultural press: to "improve both the soil and the mind, to
elevate the character of the tillers of the soil and to introduce a more
enlightened system of culture."25 They saw themselves defending the ideals
of Jefferson's yeoman republic: in the eyes of the agricultural press, the farmer
and his family formed the backbone of Southern society. Thus, contributors
and readers of the journals viewed the growing prominence of the lady ideal
in Southern society w ith great concern.

To the advocates of the farmwife

ideal, the lady represented the disintegration of the values they championed.
In V irginia's S outhern P lan ter , a w riter praised the farm er's wife,
asking, "Is there any position a mother can covet for her daughter, more
glorious, than to be the wife of an honest, independent, happy farmer, in a
country like this?"26 Raised in the rural countryside, educated in the arts of
housewifery and home m anufacturing by her mother, and exposed to the
dem ands of farm life, the farmwife was the perfect helpm ate to the noble
farmer. As a country girl and a farmer's daughter, she possessed practical
knowledge and a strong constitution. In contrast to her frail cousin, the lady,
she was a valuable partner to any young man seeking a wife. As an article in
the Southern agricultural journal, Farmer and Planter , pointedly asserted,
"industry and toil make all the difference between the useless and the useful.

25Motto from the cover of the 1850 Southern Cultivator (Augusta, Ga.).
26//The Farmer's Wife," Southern Planter. 20 (March 1860): 164.
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Did the w orld consist of ladies, we should be starved, fam ished and
p o iso n ed /'27
In stark contrast to the ideology of the lady, the agriculturists
commended the farmwife for her skills as a wife, mother, and laborer. While
m anaging the home and raising the children, these w om en cared for the
livestock, dem onstrated knowledge of and talent for gardening, and showed
an aptitude for understanding the science of agriculture. The ideal wife was a
master of the kitchen, where she prepared and preserved foods. Her work
included "bedmaking, laundering, soapmaking, and butchering." She tended
the family's chickens, pigs, sheep, and calves. The most industrious women
could add to the family income by carrying products created by the labor of
their own hands—cloth, clothing, butter, cheese or eggs—to market.28
In advising young men and w arning young wom en, agriculturists
sought to counteract the effects of the lady ideal and offer an alternative
vision of society. Girls dream ing of marriage were cautioned against acting
the part of the lady. They were admonished not "to take pride in saying you
never did house-work—never cooked a pair of chickens—never made a bed,
and so on. D on't turn up your pretty noses at honest industry—never tell
your friends that you are not obliged to work."29 According to the advocates
of the farmwife ideal, Southern men had no use for the lady.

"Lucy," a

female contributor to The Sou th ern C u ltiv a to r , related overhearing the
frustration of a gentlem en who seemed only to encounter young women
w ith no useful talents and no experience at hard work. They had filled their
heads w ith philosophy and chemistry and had no know ledge of bread-

27"The Pleasures and Advantages of Labor," Farmer and Planter. 3 (April 1852): 60.
Cited in Hagler, "The Ideal Woman," 412.
28Hagler, "The Ideal Woman," 411-15.
29"Advice to Girls," The Southern Cultivator. 13 (May 1855): 159.
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m aking or other practical arts.

Such a girl w ould never serve as a wife.

O ffering the tale as advice to Southern girls, Lucy rem arked that the
gentleman "should go away out in the country, and look for the daughter of
some good farmer."30
The editors of the same journal offered the following song "to the
can't-make-a-bed portion of the community":
I do not blame a bachelor,
If he leads a single life—■
The way girls are now brought up,
He can't support a wife.
Time was, when girls could card and spin.
And wash, and bake, and brew;
But now they have to keep a maid,
If they have aught to do.

Time was, when wives could help buy
The land they'd help to till,
And saddle Dobbin, shell the corn,
And ride away to mill.
The bachelor is not to blame,
If he's a prudent man;
He now must lead a single life,
And do the best he can.31
In reminiscing about a bygone era, the song reflects the agriculturists'
lam ent over the popularity of the lady ideal in at least some segments of
Southern society. No longer was the farmwife praised and adm ired as her
grandm other had once been—not, at least, by believers in the m yth of the
30'Lucy,' "To Farmer's Daughters," from the Tennessee Agriculturalist, printed in The
Southern Cultivator, 2 (1844): 133. Although the identity of 'Lucy' is unknown, and we
therefore can't be certain of her sex, Harland Hagler, in his study of the farmwife ideal in the
agricultural press, found that such journals "do not appear to have adopted a practice whereby
members of one sex wrote under pseudeonyms of the opposite sex." See Hagler, "The Ideal
Woman," 408, n. 11.
31”For the Young Ladies," The Southern Cultivator. 12 (1854): 322.
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lady. Yet the piece also reflected a contemporary truth about w hat it took to
sustain a household. Like the nonslaveholders of York County, the majority
of white Southern families continued to rely on a division of labor that made
w om en's work integral to the survival of the family. In I860, Ann Graves
w orked as a seamstress to help her husband save the money to establish
themselves, and possibly to buy land. Elizabeth Riggins joined Isaac in the
garden, and very likely in the fields as well. As farmers, Sophia Cox and
Elizabeth Moore, like the wives of old whom the S o u th e r n

C u ltiv a to r

celebrated, may well have saddled the horse to take the grain to the mill. The
life described in the song as a fading relic was lived daily in the homes of
York's nonslaveholders.
The farmwife ideal attem pted to counteract the influence of the myth
of the lady and thus to resurrect the nobility of honest labor in the South.
However, the advocates of the farmwife often differed over whom exactly
they cham pioned as the virtuous country woman.

While the majority of

w riters focused on the yeom an class—including both slaveholders and
nonslaveholders—the range stretched from the plantation mistress to the
working girls of the factory.
One correspondent wrote extolling his experiences in the home of an
English lady. He praised her not as a figure of culture and refinement, but for
her skill as a wife and helpmate. "A wife, a mother, a house-keeper, a farmer,
a gardener, a dairy-woman, a kind neighbor, a benefactor to the poor," she
embodied all the talents and virtues of the farmwife, but she also stood as the
image of the true lady. The writer rejected the notion that a lady must shrink
from work; as another contributor asserted, "one who is not capable of
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making a good house-keeper is not capable of being a lady!"32 In the process,
these writers tried to reclaim and recast the label "lady."
Another article celebrated a young, independent female farmer who
"plowed, drove the cart, cut her wheat and cribbed her corn, &c." Just twentyfour years old, a "Daughter of South Carolina" had produced, through her
own effort, two hundred and fifty bushels of corn and thirty-five bushels of
w heat.33
Remarkably, even working girls and women found supporters in the
pages of the agricultural journals.34 Editors at times went so far as to draw on
N orthern articles to advance their position.

While Fitzhugh and other

advocates of the lady ideal held up the factory girls and working women of
the N orth as proof of N orthern depravity, The

S o u th e rn

C u ltiv a to r

commended the "practical and Yankee-like view" expressed in the Pittsfield,
M assachusetts, C ulturalist on the virtue of working girls. Asking who could
not love girls whose cheeks glowed and eyes shone from the enjoyment of
w orking, the w riter claimed that w orking girls m ade the perfect wives:
"C ontrast those who do nothing but sigh all day and live to follow the
fashions; who never earn the bread they eat, or the shoes they wear; who are
languid and lazy from one week's end to the other. ... Give us the working
girls.

They are w orth their w eight in gold."35

Clearly the agriculturists

believed that honest labor was not the sole province of the North, but was
integral to the identities of both regions.

32"An English Farmer's Wife," The Southern Cultivator. 3 (July 1845): 106;
"Housewifery—Dom estic Management, &c.—A Chapter for the Ladies," The Southern
Cultivator. 12 (1854): 366.
33"A Daughter of South Carolina," Southern Cultivator 11 (January 1853): 10. Cited in
Hagler, "The Ideal Woman," 415.
34Hagler, "The Ideal Woman," 414.
35"Working Girls," from the C ulturist. printed in The Southern Cultivator 13
(September 1855): 292.
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Whether agricultural reformers celebrated the wealthy farm er's wife or
the poor m an's daughter, a unifying theme—that of the value of honest toil—
—em erged.

Agriculturists argued that no Southern woman could claim to be

a lady if she was ignorant in the arts of a housewife or incapable of hard work.
A mistress in charge of hundreds of slaves had to know better than any of her
servants how each chore was to be done. The wife of a nonslaveholder had to
be an able partner in every aspect of managing the home, farm, and family,
while the poor m an's daughter, who earned a wage, should be the object of
envy, for one day she would be the ideal wife. According to the agricultural
journals, the farmwife, w hether a slaveholder or nonslaveholder, was the
backbone of the Southern household and a figure to be celebrated.
D espite the ag ricu ltu rists' praise of fem ale in d ependence and
industriousness, the farmwife, as an ideal, was by no means the equal of her
husband in their eyes; rather she was a cheering and supportive—yet
subordin ate—partner.

H ow ever, unlike the lady w ho sym bolized an

acceptance of strict gender spheres, the farmwife could legitimately stretch the
boundary through wage-work or participation in the market economy as a
producer.

The essence of the farm w ife recalled an older ideal of

w o m a n h o o d .36 The farmwife described in antebellum Southern journals
m irrored the colonial housewife Laurel Thatcher Ulrich discovered in New
England who was simultaneously "a housewife, a deputy husband, a consort,
a m other, a m istress, a neighbor, and a C hristian."37

Like her earlier

N orthern counterpart, the farmwife of the South filled m ultiple roles, and
although she was restricted by her gender she was certainly not bound to state
of helpless dependency.

Her family and society as a whole relied on her

36Hagler, "The Ideal Woman," 417.
37Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives; Image and Reality in the Lives of Women in
Northern N ew England. 1650-1750 (New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 9.
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ability and independence.

The nonslaveholding women of York County

certainly fit this image, whether they labored on the family farm, or worked
for wages.
A lthough the agricultural journals did not openly declare that their
purpose was to unify the white South through the symbol of the farmwife,
the practical im plications of their cam paign against the lady ideal
undoubtedly advanced that very cause. Because the nonslaveholders of York
County left few personal records we may never know the extent to which
they may have incorporated the farmwife ideal into their self-fashioned
identities. Yet, in a period in which the ideology of gender spheres taught
that men whose wives worked had failed as husbands, and that women could
not cross the boundary betw een home and m arketplace w ithout losing
respectability, the farmwife ideal offered the slaveless families of York a
m easure of defense.38 The farmwife addressed the reality lived daily by
York's nonslaveholders and infused it with dignity. . Unlike the ideal of the
lady, the farmwife had the ability to draw them to a particular conception of
Southern identity, one in which they could see themselves.

38Alice Kessler-Harris, Out to Work: A History of Wage-Earning Women in the United
States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 51-53.

CONCLUSION
When the nonslaveholding families of York County heard of their state's
decision to secede from the Union in 1861, they faced a difficult question:
whether or not they would support the Confederacy. While some families may
have seen themselves as defending their homes solely as Virginians, for many,
their willingness to align themselves with the secessionist cause depended, at
least in part, on their ability to identify themselves as distinctly Southern, to tap
into an ideology that linked their experience as nonslaveholders to a vision of the
Southern way of life.

Ideology can serve as a means through w hich an

individual connects himself or herself to the state and to national identity, and
Southern leaders struggled throughout the antebellum period to promote an
ideology that w ould unite the white population, regardless of slaveholding
status, in defense of slavery and the South.1 That very effort, however,
highlighted basic contradictions inherent in Southern society.
Slavery largely defined the social, political, and cultural order in the
South, and neither slaveholders nor nonslaveholders could escape its
consequences. The symbolic and real distance that separated the white South
from the black was integral to white identity. Under the lady ideal, the racial and
gender division of labor practiced within the home—which, indeed, defined the
lady by exempting her from labor—became one of the defining markers of the
white South. Yet the lady carried an implicit threat for the majority of the white

1On the role of ideology in the formation of individual and collective identity see David
E. Apter, "Ideology and Discontent," in Apter, Ideology and Discontent (New York: The Free
Press, 1964): 15-43.
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population by narrow ing the distance betw een white and black for the
nonslaveholding families who could not follow rigid gender prescriptions. The
farm w ife ideal p resen ted an alternative S outhern identity, and the
nonslaveholding men and women of York County, Virginia, could find in the
farmwife a vision that reflected their experiences and presented their lifestyle as
integral to Southern society.
A dvocates of the Southern lady ideal argued that slavery m ade
civilization possible by elevating white society above the degradation of labor.
The lady, in her distance from the slave woman, stood as the symbolic
representation of the South and the region's promise to its white citizens of a life
of refinement and leisure. Promoters of the lady image believed that the desire
to attain the life sym bolized by the lady w ould unite slaveholders and
nonslaveholders in defense of the Southern way of life. In advancing a vision of
Southern society that equated labor with the slave and promised superiority to
the slaveholder, however, proponents of this ideology could only alienate white
nonslaveholders such as those in York County—people who had little to no
access to the supposed rewards of slavery.
In contrast, the farmwife ideal attempted to resurrect the nobility of white
labor in the South. Without the additional labor of slaves to alleviate the burden
on female members of the household, the nonslaveholders of York simply could
not have adhered to a division of labor that rested on the gender and racial
constructions promoted by the dominant slaveholding social order. The ability
of these nonslaveholding families to identify w ith a regional consciousness
despite the distance separating their experiences from those of slaveholders
depended, therefore, on the availability of a picture of Southern society that
could frame their experience as distinctly Southern.
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The nonslaveholding families of York County, Virginia, approached the
Civil War as a group who lacked political, social, and economic pow er
com m ensurate w ith their numbers.

As nonslaveholders, their day-to-day

experiences set them apart from their slaveholding neighbors, and they could not
identify with the South portrayed by Fitzhugh, Dew and others. The myth of the
lady actually impugned the masculinity of nonslaveholding men who could not
free their wives and daughters from tasks thought more appropriate for slaves,
devalued the roles and way of life of those women, and severely undermined the
stake of both in Southern nationalism. By providing nonslaveholders with an
ideological claim to Southern identity, the farmwife had the potential to counter
the devastating effects of the lady. Thus, despite the dominance of slaveholding
families, York's nonslaveholders had available to them an interpretation of
Southern identity in which they could locate their unique experience. Indeed, the
ideology supporting the farmwife ideal declared that families like the Insleys, far
from occupying the margins of Southern society, constituted its very heart and
soul.

APPENDIX

Hilliard formula of relative corn production and consumption

C = CORN PRODUCTION (in bushels)
(13*Z) + (4»S) + (7.5-H)

Z = num ber of hum ans consuming corn
S = number of pigs consuming corn
H = num ber of horses and mules consuming corn
C = "a figure which, if more than 1,000, indicates that corn production
exceeded the estimated needs and, if less than 1,000, that corn production was
below the level postulated as necessary for self-sufficiency/'58

58See Sam Bowers Hilliard, Hog Meat and Hoecake: Food Supply in the Old South
1840-1860 (Carbondale. 111.: Southern Illinois University Press, 1972), 158.
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